Character in Military Leaders, Officer Competency and Meeting the Unforeseen  by Boe, Ole
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  190 ( 2015 )  497 – 501 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.05.033 
2nd GLOBAL CONFERENCE on PSYCHOLOGY RESEARCHES, 28-29, November 2014 
Character in military leaders, officer competency and            
meeting the unforeseen 
Ole Boea* 
aDepartment of Military Leadership and Tactics, Norwegian Military Academy, Pb. 42, N-0517 Oslo, Norway  
Abstract 
Officers educated at the Norwegian Military Academy (NMA) should be able to lead under extreme conditions when they 
encounter situations that are unforeseen. The NMA’s new concept of leadership development will help the officers lead others in 
difficult military operations. In this concept it is assumed that both character and intellect are significant factors contributing to 
military leadership. The officer development concept is visualized in the NMA's pyramid of competency. The pyramid of 
competency illustrates how officer competency can be understood as a function of self- proficiency, subject-matter proficiency, 
and social proficiency. The integrated composition of the pyramid shows the mutual interaction of the proficiencies and how they 
affect and underpin the pyramid’s top element that constitutes officer competency. The NMA aims to develop the necessary 
character and intellect in each officer, and regards this as absolutely central features of the officer competency. Officer 
competency is intended to constitute the acting dimension of an officer facing the unforeseen as well as unknown and 
unknowable situations. The NMA has as its guideline qualities responsibility, robustness and willpower. However, several 
questions need to be addressed first, concerning what character means, how it is developed, and which personalities are amenable 
prone to develop and to demonstrate character. The NMA has therefore initiated a new research project that will look into 
character in military leaders. The project is intended to provide valuable knowledge about the abovementioned questions 
regarding character. The results from this project will be a significant contribution to both the selection and training of officers 
and to decide whether an officer has or can acquire the required qualities to be a military leader. 
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1. Introduction 
The Norwegian Military Academy (NMA) has been involved in the education of military officers since 1750. 
Officers who are being educated at the NMA are referred to as cadets and the concepts of officer and cadet will thus 
be used synonymously henceforward in this paper. Leadership training and leadership development has been a key 
component throughout NMAs history (Hosar, 2000). The NMA has in recent years had a program for leadership 
development (Andersson et al., 2009; Jensen, 2013). It has been shown that this leadership development program 
required a revision, partly because of experiences from encounters with the unexpected and unforeseen in 
Afghanistan in recent years. Previous studies have also shown that officers educated at NMA will face challenging 
and unforeseen situations after graduating from NMA (Heen, 2006: Heen & Wathne, 2006). These unforeseen 
situations will require sound leadership skills. Cadets need to should have adequate academic, social, and personal 
foundations in order to exercise leadership in such situations. Based upon this, an effort to develop a new leadership 
development concept for the NMA was started in 2012. The basis for the new leadership development concept is the 
Norwegian Chief of Defence’s view on the leadership of the Norwegian Armed Forces (Forsvaret, 2012), which like 
the Norwegian Armed Forces Joint Operational Doctrine (NAFJOD) (Forsvarets Stabsskole, 2007) posits mission-
based leadership as the basic leadership philosophy for the Norwegian military forces. These two governing 
documents provide clear guidelines for how to conduct leadership development at the NMA. The NMA’s new 
concept for leadership development was introduced at the NMA together with the new educational plan for 
operational training during the summer of 2012. A difference between the new concept of leadership development 
and the old leadership development program is that the new concept has a more holistic approach, both regarding 
leadership development as a concept and when it comes to the practical application of the concept in educational 
settings. The new leadership development concept is referred to as "Officer development: NMAs concept for 
leadership development" and is currently documented at NMA in terms of an overall concept description for use by 
staff and cadets (Boe, Eldal, Hjortmo, Lilleng, & Kjorstad, 2014) and a research report (Boe et al., in press).  
2. Officer development and meeting the unforeseen 
The NMA educates officers for the Norwegian Army. The institution's rationale is to develop leaders who can fill 
roles as platoon leaders, educational planners and asset managers. At the same time this development is regarded as 
a key element in preparing the officer for mastering the unforeseen. Developing these leaders must be understood as 
the overall process of development that a cadet goes through from the time he or she enroll at the NMA until the 
officer is ready to embark on their first job after graduation. The NMA aims to develop professional officers with 
the skills and abilities to solve given assignments and missions. It is therefore natural to consider officer 
development with the establishment of officer competency as the NMA’s main objective. Officer development is 
thus the development of officer expertise within the three roles, platoon leader, educational planner and asset 
manager. Officer development will make cadets confident in themselves, and they should be trained in mastering the 
relational conditions that are required in order to appear as confident, independent and authentic officers when 
meeting the unforeseen. Good officers have a solid understanding of the military profession. To solve the tasks and 
manage the trust that society has given them, the officers have to have both intellect and character. The NMA’s 
guidelines of requisite qualities are to produce officers who take responsibility, are robust and have willpower. This 
requires both intellect and character. Being intelligent, and at the same time having character and commitment, has 
proved to be successful factors in selection of Special Forces units (Boe, 2011; Boe, Woolley, & Durkin, 2011). The 
NMA aims to develop both the intellect and the character of its officers, and regards these as the central 
characteristics of officer competency. Realizing this lead to a new research - and - development project with the 
purpose of examining how the nature and strength of character can be developed in officers at the NMA.  
 
3. The pyramid of competency 
One way to look at officer development is through what NMA refers to as the pyramid of competency. The 
pyramid of competency has previously been referred to as the pyramid of leadership development (Boe, 2013; in 
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press; Lilleng, 2014; Jensen, 2013). Officer development at the NMA represents a holistic formation process that 
takes place continuously throughout the three-year bachelor program. The formation process can be described as an 
"educational journey" through time and space in which the cadet is exposed to various learning contexts that 
facilitate academic and personal development within the military profession’s demands and expectations. The NMA 
has identified three key profession-related roles accorded special focus during the development officer. The three 
roles are, as previously mentioned, platoon leader, educational planner and asset manager. As practitioners of the 
military profession, members are given the responsibility to perform a specialized task on behalf of society. Officer 
development at the NMA rests on the basis of the above, as a general intention is to develop officers who identify 
themselves fully and completely with the military profession. Officer development thus intends to provide each 
cadet with relevant professional skills so that they are prepared to meet the unforeseen. More specifically, the officer 
development aims to make the cadets able to plan, implement and evaluate projects within the framework of 
conflict, crisis and war. 
3.1. Officer development as visualized in the NMA’s pyramid of competency 
The competency pyramid should be considered an education model where individual topics taught at NMA draws 
their content from the three areas of proficiency: subject-matter proficiency, self-proficiency, and social proficiency. 
The competency pyramid is intended as an aid to visualize and identify the relevant skills that will contribute to the 
development of the three officer roles. The NMA instills competency in the cadets through developing all three 
areas of proficiency, both individually and in synergy with each other. Officer competency is required in order to 
cope and deal with complex, challenging and unforeseen situations. The NMA competency model intends to explain 
what skills cadets must acquire throughout the three year "educational journey" at the Academy, and how this is 
supported and organized by NMA as an educational institution.  
The competency model is shaped like a triangular pyramid - a regular tetrahedron. A tetrahedron is a type of 
pyramid with a triangular base and triangular sides that connect the base area with a common point. The NMA has 
chosen to define the pyramid's foundation, side surfaces and vertices to represent relevant expertise areas of 
importance for the development of officers as military professionals. The competency pyramid illustrates that officer 
competency, which constitutes the top of the pyramid, can be understood as a function of subject-matter proficiency, 
social proficiency and self-proficiency. The primary and associated side surfaces of the competency pyramid can be 
described as an integration of three independent tetrahedrons, each of which represents areas of expertise; self-
proficiency, subject-matter proficiency and social proficiency. The integrated composition of the pyramid visualizes 
the mutual interaction of the proficiencies. The composition also shows how proficiencies affect the support beneath 
the pyramid's top element constituting officer competency. The NMA’s mission is to ensure that the officer can 
translate his or her competency and expertise into practical action. To select the appropriate action an officer must 
understand the context within which he or she operates, and also understand the consequences that will result from 
the action. Therefore, officer competency also is more than a function of the other proficiency areas; officer 
competency is the ability to act correctly in situations where the officer faces the unforeseen. 
3.2. Officer development and officer competency 
In order to choose the right course of action at the right time the officer must understand the context in which 
they operate and understand the encounter with the unforeseen and the consequences that will follow the chosen 
action. Military missions require that the officer can translate his or her expertise into practical action within the 
framework of the military profession. This is thus a specific competency referred to as officer competency. The 
NMA expects its cadets to grow into the role of professionals over time, and education can thus be characterized as 
a three -year officer development and leadership development. Upon graduation the NMA’s formal responsibility 
for the cadets ceases, but the development as a military leader obviously does not stop when the cadet take up their 
first position. Officer development at the NMA facilitates the development as a cadet and as a professional officer, 
and is to be seen in the context of the total overall mission-based leadership philosophy in the Norwegian Armed 
Forces (Forsvarets Stabsskole, 2007). 
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4. Character in military leaders 
Officers must be able to lead in extreme conditions and to meet the unforeseen and solve their mission. A 
dimension that distinguishes military leadership from leadership in the civil context is the ability to withstand 
extreme situations where their own life and that of their subordinates are in danger, and having to make decisions in 
harsh conditions that involve both taking and risking lives. It means doing the unpleasant, enduring being in 
unpleasant situations, overcoming feelings of powerlessness, and avoiding emotional exhaustion. Military leadership 
requires a robustness in order to think clearly and effectively, and to master one’s own emotions in the face of 
complex situations (Forsvaret, 2012). 
For the NMA it is important to have knowledge about how to ensure that officers who graduate have what it 
takes to face the unforeseen and to thrive in such situations; the ability to keep one's head at times of exceptional 
stress and violent emotion (Clausewitz, 1832/1976). Clausewitz also wrote that a strong character is one that will not 
be unbalanced by the most powerful emotions. Based on the assumption that character is a significant factor in 
military leadership, one can then ask further questions about what character means, how it is developed, and which 
personalities are amenable to develop and demonstrate character. The character concept’s various dimensions will 
therefore need to be analyzed in the NMA’s upcoming research project on character in military leaders. 
4.1. The purpose of the research project “Character in military leaders” 
The project is intended to produce valuable knowledge of what character is, and how character can be developed. 
This knowledge will be a significant contribution to selection, training and evaluation of officer qualities and 
suitability as a military leader. It is believed that the results from the research project will be used to explain and 
predict a person's behavior based on knowledge of his or her character; i.e. the character is stable traits that are 
expressed in the right behavior when it is required. 
4.2. Research questions in the research project “Character in military leaders” 
The project will be an umbrella project that encompasses several sub-projects that help to elucidate the problem 
from different perspectives in order to accumulate knowledge on the topic. Research will be conducted on officer 
cadets at the NMA and on their achievements in order to investigate what character is and how it can be developed. 
This will be done through selected field exercises at the NMA where cadets will face the unforeseen in the form of 
one or more specific exercise elements. The content of these exercises will not be known to the cadets, in line with 
the definition of the unforeseen by Torgersen, Steiro and Sæverot (2013). The issue of what character is raises a 
number of research questions that will form the basis for these sub-projects. The following research questions will 
be studied: "What is the character of a military leader". A follow-up question here will be "What is the character's 
importance to the leadership of operations?" and "What is the character's components/dimensions, in the context of 
military leadership?". A further research question that may be of interest is: "Can character be predicted and if so, 
how?". Follow-up questions will be: "To what extent can character be measured and/or assessed objectively", "Can 
different types of tests for admission to the NMA give an indication of the character and/or the potential to develop 
character?", and "What parameters can be used to assess the (potential) character, in conjunction with exercises and 
other areas where the cadet’s character is put to the test? ". In addition, one important research question will be: "To 
what extent and in what ways can character be developed and influenced through education and training?". 
Each of the overarching research questions and associated sub-questions will contribute to an overall picture of 
what an officer with strong character is. Results of the project as a whole will have consequences both for admission 
and selection to and for training at the NMA, and will also come to influence the content of the officer development 
program and the resulting officer competency. 
5. Conclusion 
The NMA has a concept of officer development puts leadership development of officers in a military context. 
The development of what NMA refers to as officer competency is central to this concept. Officer competency 
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includes character and intellect. These properties are promoted through officer development and are visualized 
through the NMA pyramid of competency. The pyramid of competency illustrates that officer competency can be 
understood as a function of subject-matter, social proficiency and self-proficiency. Character and intellect are seen 
as essential factors in military leadership and pivotal characteristics of officer competency. But what character is in a 
military leader, how it is developed, and which personalities are amenable to develop and demonstrate character is 
not clearly defined yet. The NMA has therefore initiated a new research project investigating the different 
dimensions of the character concept in the context of meeting the unforeseen. The project is intended to provide 
valuable knowledge on these issues and will be a significant contribution in terms of both selection and training of 
officers. 
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